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Article 22

On Welfare
by Liz Talbot
Once inside t he smudged glass doors, a three foot steel ash can
greets us. It lies in front of our feet, its contents settled
comfo rtably on the scuffed floor. I step over it, Judy walks around
it, and we head for the reception desk.
The welfare office does not look like I had pictured it. It
looks worse. Two avera ge-size classrooms would fit in the smoke-hazy
waiting area. At the left, two doors marked "Emp l oyees Only " and
"Intake" have a few missing letters; the smoking and non-smoking signs
prove useless. Judy, my sister, had told me before how the office
makes her feel degraded, but I hadn't understood. Now I understand.
J udy enjoy s my company because even though she comes alone each month
to pick up h er check, she still does not feel comf ortable he r e.
After taking a card numbered ten, we turn around to look for a
chair, trying not to notice the undesirable yet sad stares upon us.
I spot only three empty chairs, two splashed with Coca-cola, leaving
the third for us to share.
"I wish I would have picked up my bi g coat from the cleaners. I
hope it's still there," Judy mutters while pulling her sweater closer
around her. I tell her that I doubt it is gone, but if she had picked
it up last week _she wouldn't have to be worrying about it now. Judy
takes the chair, and I find the edge of a low table ne x t to her,
uncomfortable but sufficient.
The "Intake" door opens occasionally to pull in men, women and
children of different colors, shapes and dispositions. If not given a
chance today , they will return tomorrow to talk with their appointed
social workers, Judy say s.
"Ten!" a voice calls. Judy responds by returning to the front
desk to give her name, then casually backtracks to our seat. She tells
me we have a long wait, that many people will go before her because she
is a week late again. Judy adds not to say I told you so, but I do.
An infant's sharp outcry due to a backhand slap from its shabbyclothed mother breaks the monotonous mumbling about the room. After
observing another small child play ing unattended in the drinking fountain,
Judy say s, "I'm glad we left the twins at home. I hope the y 'll never
have to see this raunchy place ... ever."
"My apartment will be ready in about two weeks," she starts after
a short silence. "I'll miss you, Anne, but it's close by . The roof
leaks in one spot, and there'll be no carpeting ... but that can be taken
care of later. There's two bedrooms, and, well, I postponed my appointment to see it, but I will." Judy pulls in her lips, e yebrows falling.
"You should've seen it by now. But it'll be great! I'll help fi x
it up," I assure her, waiting for the troubled look to leave her face
while dismissing a similar e xpression of my own.
"Thirty-two!"
"One thing I know for sure, I've decided this check will be my last.
It's about time I got off welfare," Judy states with false authorit y . I
can tell she would like to be sure this time, but her voice quivers. I
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believe she said something similar last month.
"I' 11 put the twins in nursery school, then get a job. I just
never want to come back here," Judy coughs as a squiggly column of
cigarette smoke from the wife-nagger next to us inches past her face.
"Never."
I feel as though I'm listening to a tape recording of Judy's
famous last words.
"And as soon as Bill is notified of our divorce--"
"You mean he hasn't been served yet?"
"No, not ye t ... they're slow, yo u know, plus my lawyer still needs
more money." Her voice fades slightly.
"Forty-four!"
"But it's been so long. Are the y slow, or could it be y--"
"So the down payment on the apartment will be due when I move in;
I left all of the furniture with Bill. I'll have to get some."
"Maybe you should start looking for some. T,;vo weeks isn't a whole
lot of time, especially for you ." Judy does not answer, but tries to
avoid the truth. If she had separated from her husband much earlier,
he would have kicked his drug habit earlier , and she never would have
had to come to this welfare office. The longer Judy remained with
Bill, the less reason he had to quit, making their situation worse
each day.
A loud Coke can clanks through the vending machine to our right
into the hands of a frail old man; Judy looks disgusted and sick, yet
sympathy shows in her green eyes. I want to tell her not to be afraid,
that she won't be on welfare forever like the old man, but I am silent.
By midday, the smoking and non-smoking sections blow their covers
as separations for whites and blacks, to no one's surprise. Judy
comments on how familiar many of the faces look, and how she doesn't
want to become one, and that she will get a job tomorrow, and ...
"Fifty-nine!"
Judy's face looks drawn out. Her body, unusually small for having
twins, slumps low in her chair, fingers picking at the fringed hole in
the knee of her faded jeans. The perm has grown out of her blonde hair,
which she put up in a pony tail this morning instead of fussing with it,
probably because she got up so late.
"Judy Ryatt!"
Waiting a minute, my sister quietly walks to the "Intake" door,
her tennis shoes squeaking softly.
A pair of tall, skinny and loud black brothers, I believe, call my
attention to the smudged glass doors, the only entrance.
"Hey, Marianne!" one calls to a girl with too much make-up who
tries to hide her smile while giving a restrained wave.
"Is that Ma rianne, Marianne?"
"Yep," chuckles the first, bringing on the other's unruly laughter.
The bottle of whiskey in the first's pocket does not have to be seen to
know they are drunk. Marianne rises, struts past the two, and they
follow her out, but their sarcastic cries remain in my head. Maybe
they just don't care about anything anymore.
Judy finally appears, check in one hand, a smile breaking through on
her face, and I get up to meet her.
"Not bad for being unemployed," she begins as we walk out into the
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dusk. "It ought to last me until next month. Next month I'll have it
all together for sure. I forget how bad this place seems after a
couple days anyway . But, Anne, you saw the truth, right?"
Yes, I saw the truth, the real truth, and I stopped wasting my
breath on her.
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